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Ju st So
by D ennis Nau
I always did like things perfectly, laid out cor
rectly. I was born that way, I suppose. We were all
prepared that morning for the tour bus at the restau
rant: all the silverware polished, the bacon cooked,
muffins and sweet rolls all laid out, forks, knives
and spoons wrapped in linen. Six of us waited, and
we waited. I finally called. “ Oh, d id n ’t anyone let
you know ?” The tour had been cancelled. W hat
the hell was I supposed to do with all of that food?
Day-old sweet rolls are an insult to the human pal
ate. I finally decided to give the bakery goods away
to the local merchants as a goodwill gesture. They
were very pleased.
In so doing, I discovered a basic law of nature:
Bad luck begets more bad luck. It reproduces,
asexually, like an amoeba. I gave away this food,
and everyone said thanks. They ate their fill, and
then they w eren ’t hungry at lunch and d id n ’t come
over to my restaurant to eat.
I discovered months later that the tour buses
w eren’t stopping by anymore because they were
too embarrassed about their screwup to call for any
more reservations.
The tour bus business was big. There were
archeological tours of the area, traversing all of
the southwestern Native American ancient sites.
The people on board all had money, read National
Geographic , and loved our restaurant. W hen I lost
the tour bus business, I had to let one of my w ait
resses go. She was quite upset. She knew things
were bad, but she thought I’d get rid of a different
waitress, and she took it personally. Unfortunately,
she was related to half the town.
Her relatives stopped coming in.
Yes, I learned something about life that sum 
mer. It was a hard lesson, and I w a sn ’t sure what
the moral was. I was used to more conventional
wisdom —a penny saved is a penny earned, idle
hands are the d e v il’s w orkshop, and stuff like
that. He who is careless in small matters will be
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careless in large matters. I grew up with that type
o f wisdom.
W hen I w as you ng , my fath er used to d is
assemble old toys that were broken, take out the
nails and screws, and put them in a drawer. H e ’d
save the eyes from dolls, buttons from worn-out
shirts, zippers from pants.
“ You never know.”
In my young mind, I cam e to believe that the
w onders o f the world were reserved for those who
prepared, w ho saved, w ho were careful with their
money and their time. Those w ho squandered what
they had deserved their fate. I never squandered.
I made my up bed in the m orning and made it
well, tight enough to make an army drill sergeant
proud. I did it because I was a perfectionist. At one
time, I considered it a badge of honor to be consid
ered such a person. I know now that it’s a curse.
I had an essay to write in college, 300 words,
a short essay. I worked on it forever, and it was
perfect, absolutely perfect. T he instructor said,
“This is very good.”
“ It better be,” I said, “ I spent sixty hours on it.
I'm a perfectionist.”
“ So am I,” he said. “ May God have mercy on
your soul.” He looked at me with pity, actual pity.
“There is no such thing as perfection in this world.
You will be miserable your entire life.”
W hat did he know ? He was an instructor, not
a full professor.
A t one tim e in m y life, I w a n te d to be a
cabinetmaker. To this day, in the evening, I sit at
my desk beside the grandfather clock that I made
when I was in high school. I polish it every other
night. The w oodw orking is flawless. I spent 500
hours making it.
“I c an 't hire you, kid,” the forem an said. “ I can
see that y o u ’ve got talent, but w e ’d go bankrupt.
We have to make this in less than six hours.”
“ I d o n ’t understand.”

“Tell you what: This is really nice, the work that
you've done. If you wanted to be a 1099 employee,
an independent contractor, w e ’d pay you $183 for
every clock body like this you supply us. Work at
your own pace.”
They were willing to pay me less than 40 cents
an hour for my work, I calculated, which they re
garded highly. I passed.
I knew early on that I had to own my own busi
ness, any business. I stumbled into food service.
The restaurant was for sale c h e a p —too cheap, I
thought. I talked to the owner.
“We had one case of food poisoning. I don't
know how. Everything had been going well —at
least as well as could be expected. A fter that,
everything collapsed. People ju s t quit com ing
in.”
I inspected the rest rooms, and I was appalled. 1
checked behind the grills. I was surprised they had
had only one case of food poisoning. I thought that
maybe 200 or 300 hundred people would have died.
I bought the place, cheap. I cleaned it, repainted,
installed better lighting, and the public collectively
said, “T h a t’s what we needed, a perfectionist.”
I should have known.
Two years later, I sold the place at a handsome
profit and bought a bigger place.
W hen you're a perfectionist, you have trouble
finding women. You can find them easily enough,
but can you live with them? I had moved in with
Angie when I was 22. She was polite, with a sweet,
down-home smile, but she couldn't wash a dish or
sweep a floor properly to save her soul. I'd come
home at night and she'd be on the sofa, sipping
beer and reading magazines.
“ I’ve cleaned the house. Johnny,” she'd say.
I'm not a horse’s ass. If she would have said
that she hadn’t been feeling well or that, for some
reason, she had decided to clean tomorrow. I could
have lived with that. But Angie actually thought
she had cleaned.
I wiped my finger across the top of the cabinet.
The dust was an eighth-inch thick. Our bed looked
like a crumpled newspaper. I didn't yell. 1just took
out some rags and started cleaning. 1 could detect
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indignation simmering in the next room. Angie
was an attractive woman, but we were two human
beings whose destinies were at cross-purposes.
I was headed one way. She was headed another.
Angie was gone within a week.
I met Deirdre. She came into the restaurant,
looking for a job. I needed a waitress. She co m 
plained that our toilets were not clean enough, and
I fell in love with her on the spot. She had auburn
hair, impeccably curled. There was not a hair—not
a hair—out of place. 1 hired her as a waitress. A
year later. I married her.
The wedding was a small, discreet, perfectlymanaged affair. The food looked so good that
people were afraid to eat it. but they did, of course,
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and talked about it for weeks. We were both proud,
enorm ously so.
Deirdre and I argued about small things the
first year of our marriage. Should this room be
painted in a pale pink or in a very pale pink?
Dierdre usually won the argument. Usually, she
was right. S he’d check along the molding after the
painter left to make certain that he h ad n't allowed
any of the paint to seep past the m asking tape.
Som etim es she found some. A t times I thought
that she was more of a perfectionist than I was.
There was no dust in the house that Deirdre
ruled. There were no spiderwebs hanging from the
corner of the ceiling. If I walked in on her unex
pectedly, she was always cleaning. God bless her
soul. We were a match made in heaven, a heaven
with no dust on the floor or on the tabletops. One
perfectionist had married another.
“Johnny, Johnny,” s h e ’d som etim es say as
I walked into the house, “ I know that we both
agreed that we should take our shoes off before
walking on the carpet, but d o n ’t you think it would
be better if you took off your shoes outside, before
you came into the house?”
You had to love a woman like that.
D eirdre d id n 't becom e p regnant for quite
some time. There was all kind of talk am ong
the staff at the restaurant: maybe she’s infertile;
maybe they d o n ’t really have sex to gether— it’s
messy, and you know how those two are; maybe
before she became so prim and proper she did
drugs on a regular basis—that kind of talk. I heard
it second- or third-hand.
“Those two —they shouldn’t be allowed to
reproduce themselves. Just imagine w hat their
offspring would be like.”
Oh. 1 heard things like that too. I laughed.
The world needed more people who were per
fectionists. There w ouldn’t be as many juvenile
delinquents or teenagers who wrote graffiti with
spray paint on the sides of buildings or men who
urinated in public.
And you w ouldn't worry, when you were in
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a restaurant, w hether your w ater glass had been
cleaned properly. W hen you were in my restaurant,
you d id n ’t worry about such things.
We nam ed the baby Prudence. It seem ed the
perfect name. She would have it m ade, we figured.
W e ’d raise her in a thoughtful, careful, prudent
manner, and s h e ’d learn early on that there is a
right way and a w rong way to do things.
T he poor kid, she d id n ’t learn all that fast, if
at all, and by the time she was three, I feared that
the only thing s h e ’d ever do with a fork w as stab
her mother. For Prudence, there w a s n ’t a right and
wrong way. There was her way. We w ondered what
we had done wrong.
W hen she turned seven. Prudence looked like a
little princess. Deirdre and I knew better. We took
her out in public, but we did so with caution. For
Prudence w as a w ork in progress. Good fortune
in life is like a brick wall, built step-by-step. Built
properly, it will last centuries. One screw up on the
second row o f bricks, and all walls will crumble.
Deirdre would som etim es blame herself when
som ething w ent wrong. M ore likely, she would
blame som eone else. I rem em ber w hen poor Pru
dence caught chicken pox. She was probably five or
six. Deirdre sniffed at everything in the refrigerator
and turned her wrath on the milk. “I think it’s bad.”
She poured it dow n the sink. There was none left.
I c o u ld n 't smell anything wrong with that milk,
but Deirdre was convinced that the milk was bad
and som ehow it had given our daughter chicken
pox. She reamed out the m ilkm an so severely he
never returned.
Prudence recovered.
I never really did, since I had to go to the store
every other day to buy fresh milk.
I began to think that Deirdre and I were not
made for this world. Or maybe the world was not
made for us. T h e re ’s chicken pox in this world.
T h e r e ’s cancer. T h e r e ’s m a la ria and V D and
psoriasis. T hey infect perfectionists and slobs
alike. W hy do we attempt to build these perfectly
constructed brick walls? It seemed a question of
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some importance.
We c o uld n't get Prudence to make her bed
properly, even though she was cute and had learned
how to say thank you. m a ’am; thank you, sir; yes,
Father; no. Mother. She made her bed, but she al
ways did a sloppy job. A sloppy job ? How could
that be? We had gone over bed-making procedures
10.000 times.
In February, there was a break-in at the rest
aurant. This was four months after the tour bus
company screwed us. We found a broken lock and
pointless vandalism. I can understand theft. Som e
body wants something for nothing. It's detestable
behavior, but a person can understand it. Vandalism
is something beyond my comprehension.

It couldn’t be connected to that waitress I had to
lay off, could it? That thought crossed my mind.
More bad luck.
Deirdre was still beautiful, but she seemed to
have aged faster than normal people. A wrinkle
here, a wrinkle there. Life and Prudence had taken
their toll.
“ What do you mean, heart palpitations?”
“ I can feel it, Johnny. Heart palpitations.”
She was serious. The doctors put her on blood
pressure medication, and she started to feel better.
She cleaned and she dusted. She cleaned some
more. She felt better.
Prudence would take wrappers from all of the
candy bars she smuggled into the house and stuff
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them under her mattress.
“Johnny, sh e ’s eating candy bars. T h e re ’s pro
cessed sugar in candy bars.”
“ It’s ju st a phase they go through, Deirdre.
S h e ’ll be all right. T h e y ’re only candy bars. S h e ’s
not smoking dope.”
“W hat do you mean, ‘smoking d o p e ’?”
“There are some kids out there smoking dope.
S h e’s just eating candy bars. It could be w orse.”
“Oh, my God. Do you think she could be sm ok
ing dope?”
The doctor had to increase D eirdre’s m edica
tion.
One Thursday at noon, it was dead at the res
taurant, and I decided to drive down to Buffalo
J a c k ’s and see if they were any busier. Buffalo
Jac k ’s was our primary c om petitor— maybe a mile
away — although their rest rooms were terrible; they
should have been closed down years ago by the
health department. I know. I tried to urinate there
one time, and I co u ldn ’t.
As I was driving down the street, I looked and
noticed that their parking lot was empty. Then I
saw that damn tour bus pull in, and I almost got
sick. Well, actually, I felt som ew hat faint and dis
oriented, and I hit a car parked on the street.
“Officer, 1 was just driving by and the su n ’s
reflections off that bus in the parking lot there
blinded me. I hit the brakes, but....”
It w a sn ’t a serious accident.
We had more bad luck. It just kept multiplying.
One of our commercial ovens actually blew up. No
one was hurt.
“ W hen was this oven purchased?”
“ Six years ago. We have the sales receipt right
here, stapled to the invoice. The salesm an’s name
was Alan. It’s written right there.”
“ We have a five-year warranty.”
“ What are you saying?”
“ Well, m a'am , we would accept this oven as
a trade-in on one of our new models. They have
electronic ignition. We now have a year-end sale
going on. So there would be additional savings as
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well.”
The ice m achine w ent out a month later.
Prudence, the poor kid, d id n ’t know w hat dirt
was. She d idn ’t know what soap was. We taught her
these things. I rem em ber very clearly that we taught
her. I was upset with my d a u g h te r’s behavior, but
it alm ost killed poor Deirdre. I was at the hospital
during my d a u g h te r’s birth, and I know she is my
w ife ’s daughter. I w itnessed the delivery, hospital
gown and surgical m ask (or some sort of mask)
on my face. There was a little red birthmark on
P rud ence’s back. She still has this birthmark. The
kid looks a little bit like me, so I ’m sure, relatively
sure, that I ’m her father. How can these things
happen? Did Prudence get nothing o f either o f
our D N A ? Can an apple fall that far from the tree?
Prudence m akes dripping water look neat and tidy
by comparison. By seventh grade, when Prudence
walked out o f the house in the morning to go to
school, Deirdre w ould smile and wave and clean
up with Clorox the footprints left on the floor. She
did it on her hands and knees. I think that’s the very
definition of a m o th e r’s love.
W hen we failed to make the top five restaurants
list in the city for the first time in fifteen years,
Deirdre got ill and w ent to bed for a week. She
w o u ld n ’t let me call the doctor. I d o n ’t w ant him
to see me like this, she said — my h a ir’s not done,
things like that. S h e ’d throw up on occasion, but
always get up to clean up the mess herself. It was
just her way.
We laid o ff tw o m ore w a itre sse s the y e ar
Prudence reached puberty. It was a bad year. The
walk-in cooler crapped out. Prudence found a boy
friend with a nose ring and a tongue ring. Deirdre
gagged and co u ld n ’t speak for three days. There
was an ugly scene, and things went downhill after
that, crumbling quickly.
Deirdre broke into little pieces. She did worse
things than w ipe up P ru d e n c e ’s footsteps. She
would hold a handkerchief up to her nose when she
spoke to people who didn’t have the same standards
of cleanliness that we did. That included almost
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everyone. It became em barrassing when she'd go
out to customers and show them the proper way
to hold their forks and spoons. S h e 'd correct a
custom er’s grammar in public. We d id n't make the
top five restaurant list the next year either. Deir
dre threatened to kill the editor of the newspaper,
though she did so in perfectly-phrased English.
I started to go the other way. One day, I had
to attend a meeting with a funeral home customer
about up co m ing deliveries. T h e funeral hom e
was an important customer. The batteries on the
alarm clock I was using died during the night, and
I woke up ten minutes before the meeting. I threw
clothes on and didn 't have time to shave. I was in
the car, racing to the meeting, rubbing my hand
over my chin. I felt like a homeless person. I made
the meeting. Everything went fine. Nobody said,
“Johnny, you look like crap.” O f course, Deirdre
did, later that day.
“Johnny, you look like crap.”
I looked at m yself in the mirror when I got
home that night. I d id n ’t look that bad. A month
later, I missed shaving again. I began to miss it
every two or three days. Some mornings I would
decide not to check the chairs around the tables
to see if they were properly aligned. Ninety-eight
percent of the time they were properly aligned. One
day I said to myself, “ I d o n ’t care if the saltshakers
are all completely full today.”
“ I do n ’t think w e ’ve got the meals placed upon
the plate in exactly the right order—you know, the
prime rib, the carrots, the mashed potatoes, the
three green broccoli spears swirled with melted
cheese. Deirdre likes it just so, for the color, you
know. The carrots and the broccoli spears are re
versed.” A waitress told me that.
“ It’s good enough,” I said.
When I called the tour bus operators, they said
that, yes, they always liked our place. “ We used to
go to Buffalo Jac k ’s for a while. Everyone com 
plained about their rest rooms. They had good ribs;
that was about it. We went to Em ily’s for a while,
but that got to be old hat.”

“ W hy d o n ’t you come back?” I asked.
“ We d o n ’t do th o se to u rs a n y m o re . T h e y
h aven ’t made us money for years.”
Well, the tour bus business was out. Deirdre was
so angry when she heard my story that she would
have thrown something on the floor, but it would've
broken and made a mess. She couldn’t abide that. I
myself had gotten so bad that I had quit flossing and
rotating my tires at the prescribed intervals.
“ It’s good enough,” I would say. I would have
a beer, lie on the bed, and look at the ceiling. Paint
was peeling. That would have killed me a few years
back. It would still kill Deirdre, but she took her
contacts out before she went to bed. How could I
sink so low? I remembered the old days, the first
years of our marriage. Life looked so bright. We
faithfully mailed in every warranty card, read all of
the directions, and set our V C R clock properly.
How had life gotten to this point? Maybe I
could adapt. If I didn’t check the windshield washer
fluid for three weeks, life would probably still go
on. Maybe I w o n ’t wash the car for a month, I
thought. It would almost kill me, but I'd survive.
Let it go another month, and the pain w ouldn't be
nearly as great. I ’ve seen people driving cars that
have never been washed. They survive. It d o e sn ’t
seem to affect their driving habits.
Would life be different if I w eren’t a perfection
ist? Would I become like some piece of roadkill
on the side of the road, annoying any person who
passed by, as I sat there, squashed down by some
tire on some passing vehicle, just waiting to dry
up and be blown into oblivion by the southwest
ern winds, where I could quit irritating humanity?
Or would I just feel better and not care if I d idn ’t
make my bed?
When the health inspector closed up Buffalo
Jac k ’s, we held a party. We had hors d ’oeuvres
and wine. We invited our employees and their hus
bands. Deirdre beamed, actually glittered. Her eyes
looked as bright as the night I married her. That
was some evening. The food was fabulous. Our
life would get better, our standards would return.
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and Prudence would finally mature and becom e a our perfect custom ers, but they w ere replaced by
human being. Business surged for a w hile, though lots o f good customers. Deirdre left me. She had
the tour buses didn 't come back. Prudence left with no choice. I know that. I had quit shining my shoes
a guy w ho drove a Harley. I was saddened, but I m onths before.
I made Deirdre prom ise to write me w hen she
had expected it. Deirdre cried for a week. I d id n't
know what to do for her. I ’d take her hot chocolate left. She d id n 't w ant to. I know that, but a person
in bed. which she had always loved, but it did no who is a perfectionist d o e sn 't renege on promises.
good. It w as either too hot or too cold, or the nuts She ended up at Florence's, a fam o us French rest
in the brownies that I baked for her w eren 't ground aurant in Houston that still has linen tablecloths,
finely enough. The low sobbing at night broke my and she is doing well. A good w aitress there can
make eighty grand a year. I'm told. D eirdre's good.
heart. I quit shaving altogether.
" S h e 'll com e back. D eird re: y o u 'll see." I But she w o n 't find perfection there, or anyw here,
poor wom an.
said.
I m iss her. Prudence cam e back, so m ew hat
"You don 't understand. Johnny,” she said, fa c 
ing the other side of the bed. She c o u ld n 't bring wiser. I w anted to slap her. but I didn't. She met
herself to look at me. “ I c an 't bear the thought of another boy. w hom she moved in with immediately,
her leaving. I c an 't bear the thought o f her com  of course, but he seems all right. T hey plan to be
married in the fall. I'm m aking a living, and my
ing back.”
I understood Deirdre at last. We went to work standards have declined considerably.
I d o n 't even take a show er every day. I d o n 't
together the next day. We went to w ork together for
another three months. The restaurant was going to change my oil at the proper intervals. I'm lonely.
survive, but in order to do so it needed to change. I I think I am a little happier, in some ways, but I
started changing things. I had to. I wore flannel gray still long for the days w hen Deirdre and I were
shirts. People told me they went together nicely young and perfect and the rest o f the world stood
w ith my beard. We got bikers at the restaurant. We under our f e e t—just so. com pletely scrubbed, or
got new tour buses, but they were full of old folks g a n ize d —when every note was sung in absolute
going to casinos. Those people ate differently. We harmony.
became a good restaurant, not a great one. We lost
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